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There is no greater work of literature, perhaps, than the Bible. The Bible has shaped and 
influenced more literature, art, and culture than any other work in our time. The effects of the 
Bible’s words are still woven into modern literature today, illustrating that the Bible’s themes, 
allegories, parables, fables, metaphors, and characters are things that we humans are unable to 
depart far from even many decades later. One of the very first stories in the Bible, found at the 
beginning in Genesis, tells of Adam and Eve. Adam and Eve’s depiction as the first kind of our 
species and the story of their creation to their Fall is one transformative story that humans seem 
destined to repeat. This cycle of falling is rampant in American literature, from the nineteenth 
century to the twenty-first century, appearing in works by prominent authors such as R. W. B. 
Lewis, Leo Marx, and John Steinbeck. Steinbeck’s novel East of Eden wrestles heavily with both 
biblical themes and metaphors and acts as a biblical framework for the Fall narrative and the 
book of Genesis. This thesis seeks to examine the Fall as a conceptual metaphor for American 
literature and thinking through John Steinbeck’s East of Eden and attempts to explain why 
literature, and humans, keep endlessly returning to the Fall. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
John Steinbeck is a modern American writer who alludes to the Bible often in his writing, 
from The Grapes of Wrath (1939) to Of Mice and Men (1937), but his work East of Eden (1952) 




where his inspiration came from, it is quite clear that in East of Eden, Steinbeck was purposely 
drawing inspiration from the book of Genesis in the Bible, particularly in chapters two, three, 
and four of the King James Version, and using the Bible as a framework for his novel to explain 
the significance of the Bibles metaphors as conceptual metaphors of American literature. East of 
Eden depicts a modern portrayal of the Garden of Eden through the novel’s setting in the Central 
Valley of California, likening the area to a paradise that is fruitful and bountiful similar to its 
predecessor: Eden. The characters of East of Eden experience a figurative Fall much like Adam 
and Eve do in the book of Genesis. The novel’s protagonist, Adam Trask, represents the “Adam” 
archetype, and his wife Cathy Trask represents both the “Eve” and “serpent” archetypes shown 
in Genesis. East of Eden wrestles with the idea of original sin that first occurred in Genesis with 
the original Fall and also demonstrates how the thematic image of the Fall is something humans 
are still wrestling with today as the Fall has become a conceptual metaphor for American 
literature, thinking, and ideology.  
Utilizing conceptual metaphor theory as a lens, Steinbeck’s East of Eden can be 
examined to demonstrate how the Fall is a conceptual metaphor for American literature, 
thinking, and ideology. As a conceptual metaphor, the Fall is a lens that humans view the world 
with, and in particular, American literature keeps returning to this idea of falling. The notion of 
falling is something that humans constantly grapple with and this representation of falling in 
literature strengthens the idea that the Fall is inherently a conceptual metaphor. As East of Eden 
can be seen as a framework for the early chapters of Genesis and also reenacts the Fall, the novel 
perfectly provides the opportunity to come to a conclusion on why the Fall narrative is 
something still being repeated today. In East of Eden, John Steinbeck demonstrates this cyclic 




Trask, to the sons, Aron and Cal Trask. Adam Trask’s sons Caleb and Aron represent and 
parallel Adam and Eve’s sons, Cain and Abel. 
First, this thesis will cover the background on the Genesis story of Adam and Eve, their 
time in the Garden of Eden, their Fall from God’s grace, and their banishment from the Garden 
of Eden. Next, this thesis will explain what conceptual metaphor theory is and what conceptual 
metaphors are. Using this definition, it will then be explained how conceptual metaphor theory 
relates to the Fall, and in the next section, it will be explained why the Fall is a conceptual 
metaphor for American literature and thinking. Lastly, this thesis will explore and showcase East 
of Eden’s usage of conceptual metaphor regarding the Fall and will utilize specific examples of 
the novel to demonstrate how it feeds into the conceptual metaphor. This thesis is intended to 
explore the reasons why literature and humans continue to wrestle with the Fall narrative by 
explaining conceptual metaphor theory and how the Fall is a conceptual metaphor for American 
literature and ideology. This thesis will also attempt to explain why this notion is something 
humans continue to struggle within their literature.  
 
BACKGROUND 
         To explain the relevance and significance of Adam and Eve in present literature, it is 
important to look at the origin of Adam and Eve themselves and to explore their first 
appearances in literature. God’s creation of Adam, and later, Eve, is a defining moment that 
changed the course of history and literature thereafter. The story of mankind’s creation is the 
ultimate origin story; it simultaneously explains how humans came to be and also their fated 
destiny all in the span of two chapters. As Stephen Greenblatt in The Rise and Fall of Adam and 




to glimpse the whole, long history of our fears and desires. It has been both liberating and 
destructive, a hymn to human responsibility and a dark fable about human wretchedness, a 
celebration of daring and an incitement to violent misogyny” (5-6). Before the creation of 
mankind, God created the Earth and the land for which man was created to work. The creation of 
the Garden of Eden is detailed in Genesis chapter 2, “And the Lord God planted a garden 
eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had formed,” so that the newly formed land 
could be tilled and looked after (Gen. 2:8). The Garden of Eden contained “every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight, and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil” (Gen. 2:9). Eden was established as a fertile and abundant 
land for mankind to cultivate with every animal and plant imaginable therein; it is established as 
a beautiful paradise where man is free to roam. Man’s free will and existence in Eden has only 
one condition: they are not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. However, in 
chapter 3 of Genesis, this one limitation is ignored and the first act of sin between God and man 
takes place. Adam and Eve knowingly choosing to act against God by eating from the forbidden 
tree is the first instance of sin and deception which results in the infamous act of the Fall and 
establishes the separation between mankind and God. This story of original sin introduces the 
looming shadow that has haunted all since the beginning of time shaping human destiny still 
today with its ramifications. 
 
Origin of Adam and Eve in Genesis 
In the Hebrew text of Genesis, the proper noun “Adam” does not occur until after the 
Garden of Eden story, not being revealed until Gen. 4:25. Instead, he is referred to as “the man,” 




Tradition in English Literature, David Lyle Jeffrey notes that these translations set a precedent 
for translations of the Bible seen today: “This most popular of English Bibles set the standard for 
centuries to follow, and the character Adam, particularly in the Garden of Eden story, became 
firmly entrenched in English and American literature,” where the Adam typology is ubiquitous 
(15). In the King James Version of the Bible, the first mention of mankind is referenced in 
Genesis chapter 1 verse 26 when God states he is going to make man “in our image, after our 
likeness.” The man that is being referred to in Genesis chapter 1 is Adam. His first appearance is 
depicted in Genesis chapter 2 verse 7, “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” Adam was 
created in the image and likeness of God, as he was intended to be a reflection of God and be the 
bearer of the future generation of men. After Adam’s creation, he is placed into the Garden of 
Eden. God grants Adam free will, allowing him to freely roam in the Garden and eat from any of 
the trees, except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, “for in the day that thou eatest 
thereof thou shalt surely die” (Gen. 2:17).  
A few verses later, God also deems Adam the keeper of the newly formed land. Adam 
has a clear connection to the newly formed Earth, as he was literally formed from dust taken 
from the ground. Reinforcing the idea that Adam is associated with the Earth and has a 
connection with the land, he is referred to as the Hebrew word “adamah” meaning “ground, soil” 
in some translations (Jeffrey 15). Shortly after Adam’s creation, God tasks Adam with naming 
all of the animals that He just created, stating that “it is not good that the man should be alone,” 
so he is to find companionship with these newly formed animals and build a connection with 
them (Gen. 2:18). It becomes evident that Adam is not satisfied with the sole companionship of 




a human companion for Adam: Eve. Despite having the entire garden at Adam’s disposal, he still 
remains alone, and “there was not found an help meet for him” (Gen. 2:20). Because of this lack, 
God crafts a new plan so that Adam can find solace in companionship, and a second human is 
formed: 
And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and he took one 
of his ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof; 
And the rib, which the Lord God had taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her 
unto the man. 
And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called 
Woman, because she was taken out of Man. (Gen. 2:21-23). 
Eve was created to provide companionship and support to Adam. She is created to become his 
wife, helper, and mother to his children. Eve, being the first woman, was made in God’s image 
like Adam and was to serve as the perfect template for womankind.  
In Genesis chapter three, Adam and Eve become entranced and tempted by the serpent. 
When approached by the snake, Eve clearly explains that she is aware of the fact that Adam and 
she are not supposed to eat from the tree of knowledge. The serpent tells Eve that nothing will 
result from her eating from the tree, except that Adam and she will gain knowledge “as gods, 
knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:5). When told this, Eve’s attitude towards the tree of knowledge 
changes. It is described that she saw the tree as a way to “make one wise,” and so, the fateful 
moment that takes place is put into action: “She took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave 
also unto her husband with her; and he did eat” (Gen. 3:6). This action in Genesis marks the 




At once, their eyes are opened to their nakedness and the ramifications of their actions are 
quickly outlined. This moment marks the beginning of Adam and Eve’s Fall as they have fallen 
into sin and have begun to blame each other for their own actions. Adam’s response to God, a 
notorious moment in the Bible, condemns his wife: “And the man said, The woman whom thou 
gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat” (Gen. 3:12).  Eve’s response to the 
accusation is that she was tempted by the serpent to eat the forbidden fruit.  As one of the first 
fruits of the Fall, God punishes the serpent to roam the lands from thereon. As for Eve, God 
punishes her to suffer in her familial relationships, during childbirth, and also to serve her 
husband. To Adam, God told him that he will tend to the grounds for the remainder of his days, 
but the grounds will not always be fruitful for him. Instead, he will suffer from painful labor that 
will not reap many rewards. From that moment, the paradise that Adam and Eve knew was lost 
because of their sinful actions in disobeying God’s commands. God then forces Adam and Eve 
out of the Garden of Eden as their final punishment. They are driven out, having fallen from 
grace, and God places two angels to the east of the garden to guard so that the two can never 
return or eat from the tree of life. And so, Adam and Eve venture out of the garden to live out the 
remainder of their mortal lives and continue the generation of humankind—marked forever by 
the notion of original sin and to repeat the actions of their ancestors.  
 One of the many fruits of the Fall of mankind is the conception of Adam and Eve’s first 
son, Cain, and their second, Abel. The birth of Cain was most likely meant to be a renewal of the 
sins of Adam and Eve, but as is detailed in Genesis chapter 4, this is revealed to be the opposite. 
Cain presents the notion that the Fall of mankind, first initiated by Adam and Eve, is cyclical in 
nature. Cain, as the offspring of Adam and Eve, falls in a similar way to his parents and commits 




Abel both bring an offering to God: “And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought of 
the fruit of the ground an offering unto the Lord. And Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of 
his flock and of the fat thereof” (Gen. 4:3-4). God approved of and preferred Abel’s offering to 
Cain’s offering, which resulted in Cain becoming jealous and angry towards his brother. God 
questions this change in Cain’s countenance and outlines that Cain must do right and offer a 
more favorable sacrifice to God. God states that if he does not do right, then he is susceptible to 
sin and that Cain must choose to rule over the sin that is taking over him. Instead of taking God’s 
advice, Cain lets his anger rule and he partakes in an unforgivable action: the murder of his 
brother. This action between brothers is described in Genesis chapter 4 verse 8, “And Cain talked 
with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against 
Abel his brother, and slew him,” which results in God confronting Cain in a manner eerily 
similar to God confronting Adam following his partaking from the tree of knowledge, “And the 
Lord said unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not: Am I my brother’s 
keeper? And he said, What has thou done? The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from 
the ground” (Gen. 4:9-10). God’s words to Cain at this moment indicate that Cain has committed 
an irreversible act and the first murder is documented. As a result, God curses Cain and 
succumbs him to a life of wandering and fitful farming of the land like his father before him. 
Cain is banished from the land and separated from his family just as Adam and Eve were driven 
out of the Garden of Eden; he departs from God to the land of Nod, in the east of Eden. As Adam 
and Eve had departed from Eden to the east, Cain is traveling further from paradise and this 
marks the further separation between mankind and God. Cain’s departure also highlights the act 
of falling is cyclical in nature as Cain was unable to escape his parents' failings and committed 




Viewing the Fall as a conceptual metaphor explains why the concept is something Americans 
continue to grapple with because the narrative is woven into American culture and 
literature. This introduction of fruitful labor, loss of paradise, and cyclical nature of the Fall 
reappear later in Steinbeck’s East of Eden.  
 
CONCEPTUAL METAPHOR AND THE FALL 
Metaphors are an integral part of the identity of humans; humans use metaphors to 
understand and perceive the world and also to relay ideas to others. For most people, metaphors 
are solely a figure of speech that use comparison to relate one thing to another in order to give 
meaning and to define an object, action, or word. These traditional metaphors are easily 
identified by their common structure and are an essential element in literature and language. 
However, in Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphor plays a much 
larger part in our culture that goes beyond its place in literature and art, instead, “metaphor is 
pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action” (3). They describe a 
new type of metaphor that is a crucial element in a human’s thought process called conceptual 
metaphor. 
Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory explains that humans both think and 
act fundamentally metaphorical in nature, conceptual metaphor is a way of understanding one 
thing in terms of another and goes beyond linguistics and language; conceptual metaphor theory 
explains that humans use metaphors to function in everyday life. Metaphors are not solely a way 
of thinking of one thing, instead, metaphors become how and why humans think and act the way 
they do. From a cognitive basis, “our concepts structure what we perceive, how we get around in 




everyday life and reality (3). The conceptual system is the way that humans think about their 
lives and influences decisions and thought processes. Although the conceptual system plays such 
a crucial part in human life, it is not something that humans are usually aware of, as Lakoff and 
Johnson point out, “In most of the little things we do every day, we simply think and act more or 
less automatically along certain lines” (3). Metaphors in language come into play because 
communication is a crucial part of humankind and the way that a human communicates can 
indicate and reveal their conceptual system and beliefs. A prime example that Lakoff and 
Johnson use is the concept argument and the conceptual metaphor argument is war. One can see 
this metaphor, and most metaphors, reflected in everyday life through the usage of expressions 
and language. For example, some expressions that Lakoff and Johnson use to demonstrate this 
conceptual metaphor are “he attacked every weak point in my argument” and “your claims are 
indefensible” (4). Going beyond talking about these concepts in terms of each other, Lakoff and 
Johnson illustrate that these concepts are real and the actions that one does are structured because 
of the conceptual metaphor. For example, “though there is no physical battle, there is a verbal 
battle, and the structure of an argument—attack, defense, counterattack, etc.—reflects this,” and 
this explains how conceptual metaphors structure the actions and words of humans (4). 
Conceptual metaphors reflect different things in different cultures, but they always have a 
significant impact on culture as a whole. Cultures wrestle with metaphors and can be shaped by 
them, and so, “the most fundamental values in a culture will be coherent with the metaphorical 
structure of the most fundamental concepts in the culture,” as concepts and metaphors reflect a 
culture’s values but they also have the power to shape and influence a culture (22). A multitude 
of metaphors that have shaped and influenced human culture, particularly American culture, 




as the concepts taken from the Bible are universally known and can bridge the gap between 
Christians, believers, and non-believers. Take, for example, the image of Jesus on the cross. One 
does not have to be a Christian or to have even read the Bible front to back, to know of and 
understand the meaning of this biblical conceptual metaphor. Jesus Christ’s sacrifice on the cross 
has become a way for cultures and stories to represent sacrificial heroism and this concept is 
depicted throughout many books and movies, including movies such as Superman and The 
Matrix. Because of this infiltration into human culture, Jesus’s sacrifice is not solely an allusion; 
instead, it is a conceptual metaphor. Conceptually, humans use biblical metaphors as a way to 
understand the human condition. The Bible can be examined using conceptual metaphor theory 
to inform and explain the concepts behind the Bible’s heavily metaphorical language. These 
biblical conceptual metaphors are important because humans have become so accustomed to 
using them that they lose sense of their awareness. These conceptual metaphors are also 
powerful because they represent the shared concepts of communities and how they convey 
reality; they have shaped human culture and influenced the way humans think of the world. 
In regard to literature, conceptual metaphors are significant because they are a means to 
illustrate ways that humans process and decipher the world and also help humans to make sense 
of the world and events taking place around them. Literature, itself, is a perpetuator of cognitive 
metaphors. Conceptual metaphors naturally become attached to powerful stories, like Adam and 
Eve and the Fall narrative, so that the story represents the conceptual metaphor through the use 
of narrative, which is an effective medium to influence and spread to all who read it. That is why 
the powerful narrative of the Fall and what occurred in the Garden of Eden many years ago have 




reason the story continues to uphold in our culture is that it is simply not just a story; it is a 
cognitive metaphor in the form of a story.  
There are few metaphors as prevalent and all-encompassing in literature as the Fall. The 
notion of “falling” has been prominent in literature since its mention in Genesis chapter 2. Our 
understanding of falling, or the notion of original sin, has been taken directly from the Bible and 
applied to notions of everyday life. This conceptual metaphor, and conceptual metaphors as a 
whole, become so woven into everyday thought and actions that it becomes almost impossible to 
decipher between original thought and influences from textual sources. In regard to the concept 
of the Fall, metaphor is primarily the way that this concept is expressed as it is largely abstract in 
nature. The Fall can be described as the action of sinning, transgressing against what is expected, 
separating oneself from God, committing an irreversible misdeed, being marked by the action, 
and facing punishment because of the Fall, or actions committed. Because of this, falling in a 
biblical sense is considered an action. To Fall is to move away from one’s morality and personal 
values and embracing something darker instead. The action implies a sense of separation, 
alienation, and isolation because of its biblical precedence. Feelings of shame and guilt follow 
the action of falling and almost always there is some sense of consequence or punishment for the 
transgression. The act of falling brings with it a cyclical nature as the sin often follows the 
individual and leaves a mark or legacy behind. 
Conceptual metaphors create related concepts that structurally reinforce the original 
metaphor. For example, Lakoff and Johnson explain how some metaphors are orientational 
metaphors that have a spatial orientation: “orientational metaphors give a concept a spatial 
orientation; for example, HAPPY IS UP. The fact that the concept HAPPY is oriented UP leads 




considered a physical act where one falls down from somewhere, presumably from above, and 
rising would suggest spatially the person is going up and this reinforces the original metaphor 
(14). The conceptual metaphor includes the sense of falling from somewhere important, like 
stated above, which relates back to the prelapsarian existence and emphasizes the importance of 
the loss of Eden and paradise that Adam and Eve fell from. This proposes a reason why humans 
are obsessed with restoring the lost paradise and strive for perfection; humans lost touch with it 
in the original Fall. As a result, humans are continuing to reach for the idea of paradise which 
also recreates the act of falling as they can never obtain perfection and so, the Fall becomes a 
cycle. Paul Morris explains this further in A Walk in the Garden: Images of Eden: “For the last 
two millennia the text of the Garden of Eden and the traditions of its interpretation have provided 
the rarely disputed basis from which our explanations of the nature and status of humankind have 
been derived. Our primary relationships—between man and woman, humanity and deity, and 
humanity and nature—have been defined by our understanding of this biblical text. Our 
conceptions of perfection and our experiences of imperfection have been delineated, understood 
and explicated in terms of the Genesis story” (21).  
 
Origin of Adam and Eve in Literature 
The Bible’s influence on literature and humans way of thinking started in the early days 
of Europe where notable biblical works were born; biblical metaphors quickly moved west to the 
United States and began to infiltrate American literature where, today, the Fall narrative and 
other themes from the Bible can be easily traced as they are woven into American ideology as 
conceptual metaphors. The Fall narrative has been a central element in informing humankind of 




identity can be found through conceptual metaphors, specifically this Biblical conceptual 
metaphor as it allows them to trace back their origin (Morris 21). As conceptual metaphors are a 
way for humans to rationalize the world, they have naturally infiltrated literature. 
Notwithstanding the original depiction of Adam and Eve in the Bible, many of the later 
familiar themes that are associated with the creation and Fall narratives first make their 
appearance in early Jewish literature, such as The Life of Adam and Eve, an apocryphal group of 
texts that depicts the lives of Adam and Eve after they were banished from Eden. This text 
provides a detailed view of the Fall of mankind and the consequences suffered because of it and 
also discloses Eve’s take on the events that transpired. These early literary texts outline that the 
consequence of death is a punishment for the individual who sins and is not a result of an 
inherited evil nature, instead, as Jeffrey points out in A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition, “2 
Baruch says explicitly, ‘Adam is, therefore, not the cause except only for himself, but each of us 
has become our own cause’” (Jeffrey 16). In A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition, Jeffrey 
highlights how the New Testament further developed the Adam of Western literature through the 
introduction of the Adam/Messiah typology, which the apostle Paul is largely responsible for: 
“Paul might well have learned in his Jewish education that Adam was the ideal man and that the 
Messiah would someday restore all that humanity lost in the Fall, but he is the first writer to see 
an explicit connection in the two concepts” (Jeffrey 17). As a result of the Fall, the divine 
likeness between Adam, Eve, and God was lost, but Adam and Eve still retained the image of 
God despite their actions. The introduction of Jesus gave a solution to the Fall and created the 
possibility of restoration for mankind through moral maturity, which is a prevalent theme in both 




endlessly try to get back to their pre-fallen state, which is an illustration of the Fall narrative as a 
conceptual metaphor.  
Another significant theme in early biblical literature surrounding Adam and Eve is the 
idea of original sin and the effects of this sin on Adam and Eve’s descendants. Saint Augustine 
of Hippo held a strong influential opinion that is still shared today: “the sin of Adam, the cause 
of his Fall, is imputed to his descendants, and they therefore are sinners by nature before they are 
sinners by deed” (De civ. Dei, bks. 11-14). Augustine’s view on the Fall deduces that through 
Adam all humans have sinned and are predestined to sin and the same fate of falling; this 
reinforces the idea that the Fall is cyclical. A transformative moment for Adam and Eve’s 
depiction in literature occurred in the Renaissance period, as “brilliant new technologies of 
representation finally succeeded in conferring a convincing sense of reality upon the first humans 
and in bringing their story fully to life” (Greenblatt 9). This new depiction of Adam and Eve 
caused the story to be looked upon in a new light, and “Adam and Eve began to be judged by 
moral standards not only to the past figures, but also to the living counterparts: the inhabitants of 
the New World. They were compared to hordes of newly encountered naked men and women in 
the Americas—people who appeared strangely immune to the bodily shame that all humans after 
the Fall were supposed to feel” (Greenblatt 9). Greenblatt’s mention of how native people were 
viewed and affected through the lens of the conceptual metaphor reinforces how it is in action 
once again and how the metaphor is now following over into newly discovered lands.  
Because of these new depictions of Adam and Eve brought to life, writers began to 
wrestle with the feelings these art recreations created, and this is reflected in the literature of the 
time. The literature grapples with the actions of human’s ancestors and the ramifications of the 




is by Geoffrey Chaucer in The Monk’s Tale and The Parson’s Tale—both narratives explicitly 
contend with the idea of original sin and how Adam and Eve’s actions have been cyclically 
transferred to their children. Similarly, the Faerie Queene by Edmund Spenser depicts a 
recreation of the familiar Adam narrative and echoes the idea of original sin and salvation; the 
epic poem contains blatant allusions to central themes in Genesis including the character of 
Error, half serpent and half woman, in a forest-like setting, which clearly alludes to the Fall. But 
the most powerful and complete rendition of the Genesis story is provided by John Milton in 
Paradise Lost. Milton’s depiction of Adam and Eve and their time in the Garden is, perhaps, one 
of the most influential literary statements of the Fall narrative to date as it details the entire 
narrative beyond the few short chapters in the original version. Milton’s depiction of the 
narrative caused a shift in the Adam tradition, focusing more on the Fall narrative than on the 
Adamic typology which was previously heavily discussed. An influential early English poet, 
Lord Byron, employs the Fall narrative in his work Cain, but “Adam is merely a minor character 
in his tragedy” and instead, the work focuses on Adam’s firstborn, Cain, who recapitulates the 
Fall narrative and has a Fall of his own (Jeffrey 20). This work also highlights the cyclical nature 
of the Fall. Another classic, Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, wrestles with the same biblical 
narrative, implying that Frankenstein repeats the metaphorical Fall as he willingly rejects God in 
the face of power and knowledge. The Adam typology and Fall narrative also carries over into 
American literature with works by Walt Whitman, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Herman Melville. 
These early American writers all utilize and reclaim the Adam typology to establish a western 
Adam figure and America as Eden. 
 




The Fall narrative that takes place in Genesis can be seen as a lens from which Western 
culture has been formed, influenced, and shaped by; this is showcased through Western culture’s 
obsessive search for paradise, which is mankind’s attempt at conceptually rising again after the 
Fall. There is a clear strive towards paradise and perfection reflected in American culture and 
specifically in early American literature where the conceptual metaphor of the Fall is used in a 
literary format. Early American literature attempts to define the new emerging figure, the 
American, using the Adamic myth as Adam was similarly a newly created figure. Americans 
were inhabitants of a new world, much like Adam and Eve, and because of this, America is 
linked with Eden as it is a land of exploration. The idea of a golden age found in the western 
world “has been capable of carrying an immense burden of hope. That hope, in turn, has been 
encouraged, from the beginning, by descriptions of the New World as a kind of Virgilian 
pasture—a land depicted as if it might become the scene, at long last, of a truly successful 
‘pursuit of happiness’” (Marx 74). This pursuit of happiness is alluding to redemption from the 
paradise lost in the Fall of man; there is hope for redemption in the innocence of the new 
American scene where there is an abundance of creation and endless possibilities. 
Many American texts have followed this cyclical pattern: the search for paradise, the 
downfall that befalls the searcher—usually in the form of some tempting source, the 
ramifications and separation they experience because of this Fall, and their quest back to that 
source of paradise whether it be figurative or literal. For example, this cyclical pattern is shown 
through Manifest Destiny: America’s search for paradise. The United States believed in an 
expansion of their country and resorted to any means to do so. The California Gold Rush is 
another example of the search for paradise. So many early Americans rushed to get their own 




to Eden. However, these actions eventually led to the death of many because of their greed and 
quest for paradise. And so, these early Americans experienced a Fall much like in Genesis. The 
American character of striving for paradise can be seen as a version of the conceptual metaphor 
of the Fall, as it is mankind’s attempt to redeem themselves from the acts of their predecessors.  
One such early American work is R.W.B. Lewis’s The American Adam: Innocence, 
Tragedy, and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (1955). This cultural study attempts to explain 
the Adamic tradition found in early American literature and writings and how the concepts of the 
Genesis story have shaped the American way of thinking. Similarly to Adam in the Bible, 
Americans were faced with a newly created land and endless possibilities. It is only natural that 
these parallels began to feed off of each other. Lewis points out these similarities in his book, 
“the image contrived to embody the most fruitful contemporary ideas was that of the authentic 
American as a figure of heroic innocence and vast potentialities, poised at the start of a new 
history,” where Adam represents the American and Eden represents America (1). Lewis also 
points out the way a culture speaks about certain events, a dialogue, becomes the way that the 
event is thought about and associated with: “In America, during the second quarter of the 
nineteenth century, the chief intellectual spokesmen—novelists and poets, as well as essayists, 
critics, historians, and preachers—appear to have entered into just such a lively and creative 
dialogue” (2). Lewis’s idea of a “dialogue” directly relates back to conceptual metaphor theory 
and how the conceptual metaphor becomes a lens that the world is viewed through. For example, 
man presented with a new world, America, becomes associated with the creation story where 
Adam was presented with a new land, Eden, and a conceptual metaphor is born.  
Adam typology led to the creation of pastoral fiction that permeated early American 




used to define the meaning of America ever since the age of discovery, and it has not yet lost its 
hold upon the native imagination,” much like the Fall narrative (3). The premise of pastoral 
fiction includes a shepherd figure faced with “a new life in a fresh, green landscape” in an 
attempt to reconnect back to mankind’s roots and try to reinvent Adam’s role in the Garden of 
Eden (3). Marx points out that the attractiveness in pastoral fiction “is the felicity represented by 
an image of a natural landscape, a terrain either unspoiled or, if cultivated, rural” which indicates 
a movement back to simplicity, away from temptations, and is used in literature to convey the 
human condition (9). These early American writers were enraptured with what a new world was 
capable of producing and the endless possibilities it brings with it, enacting the thoughts of 
historians who are focused on the events that transpired in the original story. Lewis states that 
novelists and historians challenged each other in their works, and “Among the terms and ideas 
that came up most frequently in the debate were: innocence, novelty, experience, sin, time, evil, 
hope, the present, memory, the past, tradition. Almost any of them can be found, in the 
documents of the day, paired off with or against almost any other” (2-3). Lewis points out that 
this dialogue was sparked by American writers from 1820 onward as their own way of defining 
the new American character, rapt with the idea of newness as “the first chance had been so 
disastrously fumbled in the darkening Old World,” which is a direct reference to what occurred 
in Genesis (5). Starting afresh was a way for Americans to move on from the burdens of their 
ancestors, but there were several other common characteristics of the early American scene, 
including a “hero of the new adventure: an individual emancipated from history, happily bereft 
of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual 
standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever awaited him with the 




early American literature, it follows that the concepts would transfer over into early American art 
where these pastoral scenes were brought to life. Within this transfer lies the birth of American 
landscape paintings. Landscape paintings brought with them an appreciation for the natural 
world and for America. These early American landscape paintings feature America presented as 
an “unspoiled oasis of harmony and innocence,” which reflects a prelapsarian Eden that 
Americans were attempting to recreate where America is a stand-in for Eden (Boime 84). 
As previously established, it is clear that this newly emerging hero can be linked with 
prelapsarian Adam, as he was newly created and surrounded by innocence. Much like the 
American during this time, all of the world lay at the feet of Adam. In his own way, he was a 
creator, as he created language and names for his surroundings, which mirrors the American 
faced with the new America. Lewis reveals how these characteristics presented themselves in the 
work of early American novelists, and how, as time progressed, the subject matter transitioned to 
a much darker tone when faced with the reality that despite being new, America would not 
escape the sins of their ancestors:  
The significant fact is that the literal use of the story of Adam and the Fall of Man—as a 
model for narrative—occurred in the final works of American novelists, the works in 
which they sought to summarize the whole of their experience of America. The Marble 
Farm and Billy Budd, where the Adamic imagery is altogether central and controlling, 
were the last finished writings of Hawthorne and Melville. And it was in The Golden 
Bowl of Henry James that the protagonist’s name was Adam. Those novels were perhaps 
as close as American culture ever came to the full and conscious realization of the myth it 




In this quote, Lewis is pointing out that despite these American novelists attempting to 
encapsulate America as Eden and their characters directly paralleling the Adamic typology, there 
is a clear Fall that takes place in these final great works that reinforces how the Fall continues to 
follow mankind.  
Another influential writer, Henry James, pressed to embrace the Adamic tragedy and 
educate Americans on the value of tragedy, and so, “the narrative figure of Adam—introduced as 
the hero of a new semidivine comedy—was converted into the hero of a new kind of tragedy, 
and grew thereby to a larger stature. It was the tragedy inherent in his innocence and newness, 
and it established the pattern for American fiction,” because the tragedies that befall newly 
formed lands and people quickly followed into the newly developed America (6). Americans 
hoped to cultivate their newly formed land free from the past and completely in the present, but it 
is clear in the writings from early American literature, that that quickly was not the case. Just as 
all of mankind, Americans were not without their flaws despite their innocence and tragic 
optimism and, so, the debate of morality commenced. Authors such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and 
Herman Melville understood the tragic innocence and burden of the past and conveyed in their 
writing the sense of loss of innocence that was stolen by the haunting original sin and other early 
American authors sought to retain the American innocence of a newly formed world through a 
rebirth. Hawthorne and Melville believed that to reach moral maturity, one must go through their 
own proverbial Fall and experience the suffering that accompanies it, and this way of thinking 
shaped the way Americans began to think of the Fall and the Genesis story, creating the Fall as a 
conceptual metaphor for American culture and principles. Without the original narrative, 




Adam typology and Fall narrative has been an influential element since the discovery of America 
and is showcased in the persistent writing on the matter.  
 
EAST OF EDEN’S USAGE OF CONCEPTUAL METAPHOR OF THE FALL 
         John Steinbeck, a mid-twentieth-century American writer, utilized these biblical concepts 
and contributed to the formation of the American Adam and the origin of the Fall as a conceptual 
metaphor for American literature and culture. When John Steinbeck set out to write his novel 
East of Eden, he knew that he wanted it to be his greatest piece of fiction, citing in Journal of a 
Novel: The East of Eden Letters that all of his previous novels were just preparing him to write 
such a piece. To do so, he wanted his novel to wrestle with and tell of issues that are human to 
the core, issues that mankind has struggled with since their creation and still struggle with today: 
“I will tell them one of the greatest, perhaps the greatest story of all—the story of good and evil, 
of strength and weakness, of love and hate, of beauty and ugliness” (4). Steinbeck wanted to 
make his subject matter overtly clear to the reader so that they could follow along with the 
biblical metaphors and relate to the story he was demonstrating with the characters of East of 
Eden. In the early stages of writing East of Eden, Steinbeck wrote in a letter to his editor, a 
practice he retained for the entire duration of writing the novel, that his purpose was “to 
demonstrate to them (the readers) how these doubles are inseparable—how neither can exist 
without the other and how of their groupings creativeness is born,” and so in East of Eden, 
Steinbeck set out to depict that humans are both good and evil through the backdrop of Salinas 
Valley in California, where the biblical events that transpired in the Garden of Eden all those 
years ago, take place again (4). The setting of the country that Steinbeck grew up in creates the 




showcased through any scenario and situation, following humans anywhere, and so, it is 
inevitable. Steinbeck makes it clear in his letters to his editor that his intent for his novel to 
parallel Genesis was purposeful: “I can use the oldest story in the world to be the design of the 
newest story for me. The lack of change in the world is the thing which astonishes me… And the 
Salinas Valley is surely East of Eden. In other words this one story is the basis of all human 
neurosis—and if you take the Fall along with it, you have the total of the psychic troubles that 
can happen to a human,” or according to Lakoff and Johnson’s definition, the story can be better 
known as a conceptual metaphor (104).  
East of Eden wrestles with Genesis chapters two, three, and four and the conceptual 
metaphor of the Fall as the novel relates back to the promise of paradise and the first Fall of 
mankind. There is a clear connection between the characters depicted in East of Eden and the 
original figures in Genesis; Adam Trask represents Adam, Cathy Trask represents both Eve and 
the serpent figure, and Adam’s sons, Caleb and Aron, represent Adam and Eve’s sons, Cain and 
Abel. Steinbeck’s East of Eden continuously refers back to Eden and prevalent themes in the 
Bible, such as Eden, original sin, the Fall, and the separation between brothers. Danielle 
Shroyer’s novel, “Original Blessing: Putting Sin in Its Rightful Place,” describes how Steinbeck 
incorporates this haunting image of malignant sin: the “novel heartbreakingly explores what it 
means to feel stalked by sin, and the legacy of sin,” which is showcased by the transfer of the 
father’s sin to the sons of Adam, despite all efforts to break the cycle, much like Adam and Eve’s 
sins being transferred to mankind (120). East of Eden also displays characters questioning the 
notion of these themes and explores how to break the cyclic nature of falling that humans still 




The garden of Eden is a constant metaphor throughout East of Eden as Steinbeck 
continuously describes California as a paradise by devoting entire paragraphs to the naturalistic 
elements of Salinas Valley in Northern California, where most of the novel’s events take place. 
Steinbeck parallels the area to a prelapsarian Eden by detailing the vast valley’s reminiscent 
features, “On the wide level acres of the valley the topsoil lay deep and fertile…The whole 
valley floor, and the foothills too, would be carpeted with lupins and poppies” (4). The imagery 
that Steinbeck provokes paints a portrait similar to the legendary Garden, prompting the reader to 
make the connection between the two and establishing a prelapsarian existence. David Jeffrey 
touches upon this prominent theme of Eden in A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English 
Literature, explaining that, “In English literature Eden is usually alluded to as a lost Paradise 
(historical, mythic, or figurative),” which establishes the foreshadowing events that play out later 
in the novel (224). The characters of the Trask family unceasingly attempt to get a glimpse of 
this Paradise, shown through Adam’s first glimpse of Salinas Valley: “Adam had seen and 
studied a fine color broadside which set forth the valley as the region which heaven 
unsuccessfully imitated,” but the idea of Eden becomes an unattainable “lost Paradise” as Jeffrey 
notes (133). 
     If Salinas Valley represents the Garden of Eden, then Adam Trask represents the “Adam” 
archetype from the Bible. Much like his biblical counterpart, Adam Trask has a clear connection 
to the land. One example can be found through comparing the King James Version of Genesis 
chapter 3, verse 23, “the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground 
from whence he was taken” to a moment in the novel where it states, “Samuel, I mean to make a 
garden of my land. Remember my name is Adam. So far I've had no Eden, let alone been driven 




Biblical Adam, even acknowledging the fact through the character himself. The land that Adam 
refers to in the novel is a symbol of promise and potential, “a place in which to plant his 
dynasty,” much like the Garden was a promise to the Biblical Adam to “be fruitful and multiply” 
and this directly demonstrates the solution to the Fall is the concept of rising found in the pursuit 
for paradise (154, Gen. 1. 28). 
 However, in Journal of a Novel: The East of Eden Letters, Steinbeck points out that 
Adam’s relocation to California from his hometown of Connecticut was his moment of being 
driven out or his Fall. Adam had everything he needed on his family farm in Connecticut with 
his brother, but Adam yearned for more. He wanted them to sell the farm and move to California, 
but Charles refused. Cathy Ames arrived on the doorsteps of the two brother’s farm and the 
temptation scene from Genesis is reenacted. Despite Charles’ insistence that Cathy is 
manipulating them both, Adam falls for her trickery and goes against his brother, and instead of 
sending her away, Adam asks to marry her. The two sneak into town and get married behind 
Charles’s back without his wishes and this is the moment where Adam and Cathy experience a 
Fall much like Adam and Eve. The act of marrying Cathy is Adam’s downfall and the moment of 
separation between brothers, parallel to the separation between Adam and God, and after 
learning that Adam intends to move Cathy with him to California, she drugs Adam and beds 
Charles, which sparks Cathy’s eventual Fall and her parallel to Eve as she introduces temptation 
and evil into Adam’s life much like Eve does in Eden. Much like Adam and Eve are driven out 
from the Garden, Adam and Cathy leave Connecticut behind and relocate to California. 
Cathy becomes pregnant soon after arriving in California, but the events upon becoming 
pregnant closely resemble the “serpent” archetype characteristically attributed to the snake or 




sleep while she maliciously and unhesitatingly tempts Adam’s brother Charles to take her into 
his bed. This action causes a spiral of events to occur similar to the action of eating from the tree 
of knowledge in Genesis where temptation also won, which is why Cathy’s character can be 
attributed to both Eve and the serpent. Despite this, Adam creates his own sense of Eden in their 
new home in California, but Cathy is shown to despise it; she abhors the idea of being a wife and 
a mother. Additionally, just as in Genesis, Adam does not get to stay in his proverbial Eden for 
long. Shortly after Cathy gives birth to their twin sons, she flees from Adam, by attempting to 
kill him, and moves into the city to resume her former life as a prostitute. The place that once 
was a land of promise to Adam, becomes a reminder of the transgressions that occurred between 
him and his wife. This is also the moment in the novel where Adam finally comes to his senses 
and separates himself from the monster that is Cathy. 
Their newly born sons, Caleb and Aron, appear to be doomed from the start, much like 
their Cain and Abel counterparts in Genesis. However, Steinbeck’s first depiction of the Cain 
and Abel narrative lies with Adam Trask and his brother Charles Trask. To elaborate, the 
account of the sons of Adam and Eve is clearly deep-rooted in jealousy. Cain killed his brother 
because God essentially chose Abel over him, or so it seemed to Cain. In a manner very similar 
to the Cain and Abel narrative, Steinbeck introduces two sons who are fighting for their father’s 
favor under unfavorable circumstances, where one ends up falling short over the other. Charles 
expresses hatred for his brother, going so far as committing violence and vengeance because of 
his jealousy. Charles yearns for his father’s approval and love, much like Cain’s thirst for 
approval from God. In a troubling scene, Steinbeck describes Charles losing his grip on reality 
and engaging in a fight against Adam where luckily Adam comes out alive, unlike Abel. On the 




remains incomplete, the cycle of sin also becomes incomplete. This is emphasized through 
Charles’s letter to Adam where he states, “Something didn’t get done. I shouldn’t be here. I 
ought to be wandering around the world instead of sitting here on a good farm looking for a wife. 
There is something wrong, like it didn’t get finished, like it happened too soon and left 
something out,” which also emphasizes how the Fall is a conceptual metaphor for American 
thinking as Charles was unable to escape from feelings of falling and it consumes his mind, 
becoming a lens from which he views the world with (36).  
Because of this incomplete nature of the cycle, the transgressions between the father and 
the brother get transferred to the next generation of Trask men: Caleb and Aron Trask. A 
Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English Literature mentions this cyclical nature and why the 
transfer may be occurring: “The Cain narrative represents a moralized tale of the continuing 
descent from Eden, the original garden, to the city and its luxuries” (Jeffrey 121). This 
perception illustrates that mankind is destined to keep repeating the same events as we move 
further and further away from the original garden (Jeffrey 121). Steinbeck appears to deliberately 
establish Adam’s sons as Cain and Abel figures. This is especially evident in a scene between 
Samuel and Adam where they are discussing what to name the two boys and Adam proclaims, 
“I’d like them to start fresh, insofar as that is possible” (264). Samuel quickly refutes: “What a 
shame it is that the proper names for them they cannot have...Freshness, you said. Have you 
thought of your own name?” (264). After Adam appears confused, Samuel makes it clear what 
he is referring to, “Your first-born—Cain and Abel,” alluding to the fact that Adam’s sons will 
never get to start fresh, because they share a similar origin story to Cain and Abel, and also that 
Adam’s name is a direct link to his biblical counterpart (264). This scene between the main 




transgressions of ancestors, going so far as to have Samuel directly read the Cain and Abel story 
from the Bible: “Two stories have haunted us and followed us from our beginning. We carry 
them along with us like invisible tails—the story of original sin and the story of Cain and Abel" 
(264). Steinbeck attempts to explain this cycle of falling and sin through the character of Adam 
when he states,  "We are descended from this. This is our father. Some of our guilt is absorbed in 
our ancestry. What chance did we have? We are the children of our father. It means we aren't the 
first,” and because of this, the cycle of falling and sin has become woven into our thought 
processes as a conceptual metaphor and is how humans view the world and why they choose to 
act in certain ways (267). 
This moment in the novel makes it clear that Steinbeck is intentionally showcasing his 
characters as fictional stand-ins for the Biblical figures of Adam, Eve, Cain, and Abel. East of 
Eden is demonstrating that although the moment of original sin took place many years ago, 
humans are still struggling with similar actions in the present day. Humans have inherited the 
same cycle that first began back in the garden of Eden, much like Caleb and Aron Trask have 
inherited the ramifications of Adam and Charles Trask. Caleb, representing the Cain figure in the 
novel, experiences the very same jealousy of the brother that Cain notoriously claimed first. As 
Caleb’s father-figure remains under speculation due to the events that preceded the birth of the 
twins, one could also claim that he potentially inherited the very same feelings that Charles felt 
for Adam in their childhood, which would implicitly showcase the cycle of falling transfer from 
father to son. Caleb struggles with his darker side throughout the novel, while Aron is depicted 
as being like his father, Adam. In one scene in the novel, Caleb even prays to God to make him 
more like Aron. When Caleb discovers what their absent mother is doing, he becomes adamant 




of his money, Caleb works in secret to raise money to give to his father and pay for his brother’s 
college tuition. However, upon giving the money to his father, Adam is appalled at the idea and 
insists that Caleb must have earned it unfairly. This scene sparks the descent into the Cain and 
Abel like moment between the two brothers, where Caleb is furious that his father still prefers 
his brother and lashes out on Aron by telling him the truth about their mother. This moment 
between the brothers completely shatters the fragile Aron, and he joins the army shortly after in 
an attempt to escape. It is revealed that Aron passes away, once again paralleling his character to 
Abel, which then causes Adam to suffer from a stroke that eventually kills him as well. The 
events that transpire after the rejection between Adam and Caleb parallel the events that 
happened in the Bible as the scene sparks a Fall similar to Cain being cast out by God and 
demonstrates how the Fall is both cyclical and inevitable. 
Utilizing Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual metaphor theory in a narrative format, 
Steinbeck simultaneously displays the Falls cyclical effects on American literature and culture 
while also providing a break in the cycle. Steinbeck incorporates elements from the conceptual 
metaphor of the Fall through the characters of the Trask family as they mirror and replicate the 
actions of their biblical counterparts. The fruits of the Fall are a driving force for the conflict that 
occurs in the novel, including sin, temptation, the loss of paradise, fruitless labor, separation 
between brothers, and death. The Fall as a conceptual metaphor includes the falling and rising 
motif: once one has fallen, they strive to rise once more. The idea of rising is especially prevalent 
in East of Eden as the characters are all striving for their own idea of paradise and perfection in 
their earthly surroundings. The central setting in the novel, California, naturally becomes a stand-
in for the aforementioned lost paradise; Steinbeck clearly depicts California as Eden with his 




Steinbeck is deliberately connecting the setting and events in the novel to the events that take 
place in Genesis, he also offers the reader a break in the cycle through the idea of choice, or 
timshel.  
Through his novel, East of Eden, Steinbeck offers hope and a break from the cyclical 
nature of the Fall in the shape of the characters of Samuel and Lee. Samuel points out that 
despite humans continuing to repeat the actions of their fathers, as they are trapped in the 
conceptual metaphor, there is one piece of the story that never lives on—Abel: “Cain lived and 
had children, and Abel lives only in the story. We are Cain’s children” (268). This moment spurs 
the idea that despite not being perfect or always chosen first as Abel is in the Bible, the Cain 
archetype is the one that continues to live on and the one that continues to represent humans for 
the better or for the worse. In a way, Steinbeck is offering the Cain archetype as a counterpoint 
and complement to the Adam typology that he also uses in the novel and is emphasizing how the 
Cain archetype represents mankind as a fruit of the Fall. Another hopeful moment concerning 
breaking the cycle of the Fall is the turning point of the novel when Lee points out that 
translation has a significant factor in how the Cain story in the Bible can be interpreted: 
I compared the translations we have—and they were fairly close. There was only one 
place that bothered me. The King James version says this—it is when Jehovah has asked 
Cain why he is angry. Jehovah says, ‘If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? And 
if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be his desire, and thou 
shalt rule over him.’ It was the ‘thou shalt’ that struck me, because it was a promise that 
Cain would conquer sin. Then I got a copy of the American Standard Bible…And it was 




is not a promise, it is an order…I wondered what the original word of the original writer 
had been that these very different translations could be made. (299) 
It is revealed that upon studying the original Hebrew, there is a significant word that changes the 
interpretation of what happened between Cain and God: “the Hebrew word, the word timshel—
‘Thou mayest’—that gives a choice. That says the way is open. That throws it right back on a 
man. For if ‘Thou mayest’—it is also true that “Thou mayest not’” (301). This idea of choice 
becomes a reinforcer for the character’s actions for the rest of the novel, as they now believe they 
have a choice as to whether or not they are doomed to repeat the sin of their fathers, and so, 
Steinbeck is offering a break in the cyclical nature of the Fall. Mankind now has a choice to 
continue the cycle or to break from the cycle just as Adam and Eve had the choice to resist or fall 
into sin.  
Lee’s character uses this idea of choice as a reminder to Caleb, the Cain archetype, that 
he is free to make his own path, separate from the ways of his father and his mother. After the 
events transpire that result from Caleb’s actions, Adam, on his deathbed, whispers his last word, 
“timshel,” releasing Caleb from following in the same path as Adam and finally granting him the 
approval that he yearned for. Therefore, this moment and the indication of “timshel” appears to 
break the cycle of sin and falling or at least gives the means to fight back or embrace it. This idea 
of choice offers hope to the reader by explaining that everyone has a choice whether or not to 
succumb to sin or to engage in the act of falling. Choice is what allows the cyclical nature to 
either be broken or to be transferred to the next generation, and ultimately, this is what either 
prolongs or disturbs the conceptual metaphor of falling in American literature and in American 
culture. Choice also offers a resolution to the sense of falling that Americans have adopted. 




dream as we are all stuck in the cycle of the Fall as we try to rise back to our former condition 
and our pre-fallen states. Despite living with the fruits of the Fall, it is what humans decide to do 
with their knowledge of their fallen state that will either continue or break the cycle of falling. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Through the usage of conceptual metaphors, specifically the conceptual metaphor of the 
Fall, Steinbeck is telling us that American literature and culture are fascinated and intrigued by 
Eden and Fall metaphors because there is something uniquely human in these metaphors that we, 
ourselves, see reflecting back at us. Humans, as imperfect beings, are aware that at some point in 
their lives they are going to experience a Fall similar to Adam and Eve’s, so as a result, they are 
obsessed with the very idea of falling. In a similar manner, humans, specifically Americans, are 
obsessed with the idea of paradise, because they know they are imperfect, so in their eyes, 
attaining paradise can reprieve the obsessive nature of falling and sin that haunts them. From the 
very start, Americans were obsessed with the idea of an Edenic world and hoped to find it in the 
newly created America. Americans can read the history of their American predecessors and find 
that they found Edenic paradise, only to have it taken away, and this creates the idea that Eden is 
never attainable for our post-fallen states. Since it is not attainable in human’s personal life, it is 
only natural that it began to envelop our literature, so that we can vicariously live through our 
literary counterparts.  
Another reason why the Fall narrative has become a conceptual metaphor for American 
literature and thinking is that the narrative speaks to the innate need for humans to understand 
who they are as a species in an infinite world where it can be hard to grasp one’s place: “It 




Steinbeck also touches on this conclusion in East of Eden, stating, “This is the best-known story 
in the world because it is everybody’s story. I think it is a symbol story of the human soul” 
because “no story has power, nor will it last, unless we feel in ourselves that it is true and true of 
us” (266, 268). The idea of the Fall narrative being “everybody’s story” reinforces the idea that 
the Fall is a conceptual metaphor because it is a way that humans relate to and view the world; 
the Fall has become a way that all of mankind can convey reality (266). It is deeply woven into 
American cultural ideals as showcased through early American to modern American literature. 
The Fall narrative is the manner by which American culture deciphers good and evil as it is a 
conceptual metaphor, and so, it is a narrative that mankind can never escape or fully move on 
from. As Steinbeck encapsulates in one of the final quotes of East of Eden, “We have only one 
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